Historically, the vital roles played by technicians in Higher Education (HE) have had little recognition. Job opportunities are often overlooked by those who have no working knowledge of such organisations and poorly defined career pathways mean that it may not be a first choice for well-qualified, ambitious individuals. With just over a third of all HE technicians in the UK expected to retire in the next 10 to 15 years fundamental changes are needed, both to attract large numbers of people into vacant roles and to retain current technical staff. National initiatives, founded and driven by charitable and professional bodies, are currently working to address the issues of technicians within HE. Organisations have been urged to take action or face potential recruitment difficulties and skills gaps over the coming years. In light of these national campaigns, institutions across the UK are beginning to develop proper structured career pathways, provide professional development and improve recognition for the work of their technical workforce. Whilst these are encouraging signs, only time will tell if enough has been done to raise both the profile and appeal of a technical career in HE.
INTRODUCTION
For too long, technicians in Higher Education (HE) across the UK have remained largely 'invisible' both to their employers, in terms of attractive career development, as well as the general public, who have little understanding of the variety of technical roles available within these institutions. Faced with the looming prospect of huge shortfalls in technician numbers across all sectors over the coming years, the need to attract new staff, as well as retain and develop existing ones has become the focus of attention at national level.
MAIN TEXT
At a time when approximately 40% of technicians within HE in England (and presumably the rest of the UK) are aged 50 and over (Higher Education Funding Council for England (HEFCE data)), it is clear that unless succession planning, training and recruitment are addressed, there will be a significant shortage of skilled technicians over the next 10-15 years.
Identifying these potential skills gaps within the HE technical work force is likely to prove challenging. With very diverse job titles it can be difficult to even identify technical staff employed within individual organisations, let alone access any information regarding their skills and competencies. Technical roles cover grades from the lowest right up to academic equivalents, encompassing a vast range of knowledge, qualifications, skill and experience. Furthermore, technicians might be line managed by someone with no technical experience. This can lead to a lack of understanding of the technician's role and the challenges faced. Letters, 2018, Vol. 365, No. 12 The rapid changes in scientific techniques over the past 20 years or so only serve to highlight how important it is that technicians are equipped to deal with these changes. An older microbiology technician, for example, will have seen technologies such as DNA sequencing and molecular biology rapidly establish themselves, whilst the methods they learned, such as visual identification and biochemical tests may have become less and less relevant. Without a commitment to continuous training and development it is difficult to see how technicians can fully support newer technologies, but many institutions lack any formal structure for the professional development of their technical staff.
FEMS Microbiology
With approximately 50% of the technical workforce in HE institutions on salaries below £20,000 per annum (HEFCE data) and no readily identifiable, or visible commitment to, career development opportunities, is it any wonder it has not been viewed as a viable long-term career option for many younger people? Well-qualified, experienced and ambitious technicians look elsewhere for opportunity, such as higher paid industry jobs, taking their skills and knowledge with them. Unless there is succession and contingency planning this can lead to potential shortfalls in technical support, impacting on both teaching and research activities and output. It is clear that training and career development must feature in every technician's job role; without it, there is significant risk of skills gaps, both for the individual and the institution in which they work.
Although national organisations such as HEaTED provide training specifically aimed at technicians, institutional membership is something that is out of the hands of technicians themselves and course attendance can be difficult to justify to managers who do not appreciate the need for formal training. In an effort to boost the profile and opportunity for technicians, staff at some HE institutions, for example Sheffield, Exeter and Bristol Universities, have, in recent years, organised conferences and events aimed specifically at their technicians, allowing networking with the wider technical community. Online forums, such as TechNet run by the University of Sheffield, can be another good source of information, whilst departmental technical staff groups may encourage sharing of knowledge, facilities and training opportunities.
Whilst there may have been local level effort to address the issues surrounding technical services, there is now a national drive to recognise the importance of technicians within UK HE and beyond. The 'Technicians Make it Happen' campaign launched by The Gatsby Charitable Foundation in March 2016 seeks to recognise the importance of technicians across all sectors, increase awareness of the roles they carry out and champion technical careers by raising awareness amongst school pupils and their parents. The 'Technician Commitment' was launched on 31st May 2017, a collaboration led by the Science Council to 'ensure visibility, recognition, career development and sustainability for technicians working in HE and research'. Almost half of UK Universities have signed up to this commitment to date (October 2017), including the majority of the Russell Group universities (24 member universities, all of whom have a strong focus on world-leading research) and a number of research institutions and funding bodies. All signatories have recognised the need to safeguard the technical skills in their organisations by utilising and developing expertise. The Technical Development and Modernisation (TDM) team, based at the University of Sheffield, has been working since 2014 to analyse data gathered from many UK HE institutions regarding the profiles of their technical workforce. The TDM 'Toolkit', released in August 2017 and available to all institutions signed up to the Technician Commitment, aligns UK HE technical roles with relevant training and development needs as well as an appropriate standard of Professional Accreditation.
Professional Registration for scientists in the UK is overseen by the Science Council but can also be obtained via a number of professional bodies and learned societies that are affiliated to the Science Council (http://sciencecouncil.org/about-us/ourmembers-and-licensed-bodies/). With a major focus of Professional Registration (whether RSciTech, RSci or CSci), being on continuing professional development, this is a ready means of identifying technicians who are actively engaged in maintaining and increasing their skills and experience. In terms of transferability, CSci has been accepted as a professional qualification across all European Union (EU) member states since 2007 (http://sciencecouncil.org/scientists-science-technicians/ benefits-of-professional-registration/csci-in-europe/). Following the Brexit referendum in 2016 (UK voted to leave the EU), it remains to be seen whether this will still be the case and if so, whether it will be expanded to include the newer RSciTech and RSci qualifications.
As the campaign for improved career development and training for technicians has gathered momentum, it is worthy of note that Research Councils UK, the body that provides guidance and policy frameworks for the seven Research Councils has created a Statement of Expectation on support for Technology and Skills specialists. This states that technicians funded through Research Council investments should be well supported as equal members of research teams and have access to appropriate career development and progression. It seems logical to surmise that HE institutions who can demonstrate this support for their technical staff may be more successful in attracting research council funding. In addition, with these funding bodies, for example BBSRC and MRC, now recognising the status and career development needs of technicians it is quite feasible that professional registration of technical staff will become a benchmark when applying for funding. It is also worth noting that professional registration now features in the essential criteria for technical job descriptions at a number of UK Universities.
There is no doubt that formal recognition of the vital role that technicians play within HE is long overdue. However, there are still many challenges ahead, not least the marketing of technical careers to school-leavers. Many EU countries have well-established national processes for vocational apprenticeship education and training. In Germany for example BMBF provides nationwide standards and regulation for 'dual training' apprenticeships. These are undertaken by approximately 50% of school-leavers and are a well-respected and valued career path amongst employers, who view them as a means to train and employ skilled staff.
With the Apprenticeship Levy now part of UK Government policy, apprenticeships could provide opportunities for young people to embark on a technical career. However, the HE Workforce Survey 2017 that analyses workforce trends and the current challenges facing the HE sector found apprenticeships only form a very small part of the HE workforce. There is widespread acknowledgement that the sector could make more effort to recoup some of the estimated £65 million levy it is now paying every year, with apprenticeships a means of doing this. This is, however, not as straightforward as it might appear due to limited availability of suitable training courses offered to apprentices at their local colleges. It is essential that HE institutions, as potential employers, collaborate with their local colleges to ensure that skills gaps are identified and relevant training courses offered. Additionally, if these courses meet the required standards for apprentices to attain professional registration, they could favourably compare with traditional University degrees. However, it is also worth considering the fact that, despite investing time and effort into providing apprenticeships, without subsequent job opportunities a technical career in HE may not be viewed as an attractive option to the high-quality young people these organisations are going to need over the coming years.
CONCLUSION
Whilst there are a number of good signs that technicians are, at last, getting due recognition, it is important that those initiatives are followed through by HE institutions in order to address the issues that surround their technical workforce. Faced with overwhelming evidence regarding huge shortfalls in technician numbers and national campaigns to recognise the importance of the work they do, HE institutions cannot afford to bury their heads in the sand. From ensuring the provision of up-to-date technical support within teaching, to the successful funding and support of world-class research, it would be irresponsibly short sighted for institutions not to invest resources in order to attract, upskill, nurture and support their technical staff.
